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Three convicted in 1982 massacres
A judge in the central department of Baja Verapaz handed down guilty verdicts and death sentences
Nov. 30 against three former members of a paramilitary organization who participated in the 1982
massacres of civilians. These are the first convictions stemming from the 36-year civil war that took
150,000 lives. The massacres took place March 13, 1982, in Rio Negro, Baja Verapaz department,
and Sept. 14, 1982, in Agua Fria, Quiche department. They were carried out by members of the
paramilitary Patrullas de Auto Defensa Civil (PAC) affiliated with the Guatemalan army. In the two
attacks, 269 indigenous villagers were slaughtered, including 107 children and 70 women.
The former PAC members, Carlos Chen Gomez, Fermin Lajuj Chitimul, and Pedro Gonzalez, were
convicted of three of the deaths at Rio Negro, but the court dropped charges of robbery and illegal
possession of arms. In handing down the verdict, Judge Otto Mayan said the case would remain
open because nine other members of the patrol who participated in the Rio Negro massacre are still
at large.
The court also found that 14 defense witnesses had given false testimony during the trial and has
asked the attorney general to bring charges against them. Aura Elena Farfan, of the association of
victims' families Familiares de Detenidos y Desaparecidos de Guatemala (FAMDEGUA), said the
verdict may "open a tiny fissure that starts the collapse of the great wall of impunity in this country."
She said PAC members were "trained to kill," and those who ordered the massacres still enjoy
impunity.
On a related matter, the trial of 25 members of an army patrol who allegedly carried out the 1995
massacre in Xaman continues into its ninth month. Twenty-four soldiers and an officer have been
accused of slaying 11 indigenous villagers and wounding 30 in Xaman in the northern department of
Alta Verapaz (see Noticen, 10/22/98).
A spokesperson for the Rigoberta Menchu Foundation said a verdict in the case is expected before
the end of the year. Menchu has said the foundation will take the case to the International Court of
Human Rights if the 24 men are not convicted. Meanwhile, lawyers for the accused have invoked the
Human Rights Convention of the San Jose Pact to argue that the case should be dismissed.
Defense counsel Leopoldo Guerra said the men have been held for three years in violation of the
convention, which requires that a judgement be handed down in the shortest possible time. He said
his clients are not trying to evade trial, but that three years is too long.
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 4

LADB Article Id: 54489
ISSN: 1089-1560

Gen. Efrain Rios Montt may be accused in Belgian court
A local press report says a Belgian court may try Gen. Efrain Rios Montt in a case brought by the
families of two Belgian priests who disappeared and were allegedly killed by the military during
the Guatemalan civil war. Rios Montt was de facto head of state for 17 months in 1982-1983, after
overthrowing Gen. Romeo Lucas Garcia in a coup. Before he was overthrown in another coup, Rios
Montt mounted a scorched-earth campaign to wipe out popular support for the leftist guerrillas
of the Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca (URNG). Human rights groups such as
FAMDEGUA and the Mutual Support Group (Grupo de Apoyo Mutuo, GAM) say Rios Montt
ordered massacres of entire indigenous villages, killing thousands.
The two Belgian priests working in Guatemala at the time, Ward Capiu and Serge Berten, were
thought to have been killed for their political activities. With assistance from GAM, families of
the two priests have filed charges against the retired general in Belgium, according to information
given to the daily Siglo Veintiuno. GAM director Mario Polanco told the newspaper that the trial
will begin in February 1999. Belgian Ambassador to Central America Michel Delfosse said he had
traveled from Costa Rica to Guatemala three times to ask, without success, that the government
investigate the two disappearances.
Polanco said the case prepared in Spain against former Chilean dictator Gen. Augosto Pinochet had
set a precedent for criminal charges for human rights violations committed against foreign nationals.
Polanco said there is sufficient evidence against Rios Montt to bring him to trial, but he could only
be arrested if he travels abroad. She said Rios Montt canceled a trip to Belgium this year out of
concern that he might be arrested. Rios Montt has amnesty from prosecution in Guatemala.
Rios Montt, head of the Frente Republicano Guatemalteco (FRG), tried to run in the 1990 and 1996
presidential elections but was barred by Article 186 of the Guatemalan Constitution, which prohibits
anyone who took power by force from running for president (see NotiSur, 08/11/95). Rios Montt is
also prohibited from running by Article 187, which bans anyone who held the office of president for
any length of time from ever holding that office again.
In September, the executive committee of the governing Partido de Avanzada Nacional (PAN), in
talks with the FRG, decided to include repeal of both articles in a package of constitutional reforms.
The proposal has support within the administration of President Alvaro Arzu.

Guerrilla band said to have surfaced in western Guatemala
Reports that a rebel band has appeared in rural communities during November in the southwestern
department of Quetzaltenango have given rise to several interpretations. President Arzu said the
band, which calls itself the Frente Revolucionario Popular (FRP), is a criminal band that will be
handled by police. Guerrillas are past history, he said. "There is no room for them in this nation."
"This has to do with groups of gangsters that are trying to hide behind symbols, but they do not
have any popular support," said Arzu. "They are outlaws whom we are going to fight the same way
we fight kidnappers and bank robbers." The military said the band is composed of 75 armed men,
but is not a guerrilla force.
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The army's public information officer, Col. Alvaro Rivas, said the armed men are campesinos
protesting layoffs on coffee plantations. Local police in Quetzaltenango said the FRP has held
public meetings and distributed leaflets in various communities but there have been no reports of
violence. The FRP appears to be protesting the government's inaction on some of the 1996 peace
agreements and joblessness in the region, said Rivas. The Comision Pastoral de Justicia of the
Diocese of Quetzaltenango agreed that the FRP could be led by workers and campesinos protesting
the lack of compliance with the peace accords.
But Raul Rodriguez, head of the commission, disagrees with Arzu's dismissal of the FRP as bandits.
He said the FRP is a new labor-campesino movement protesting a variety of social conditions in
the region. Rodriguez asked, if Arzu thinks they are common criminals, why police searching for
them after they appeared in Colomba Costa Cuca only searched the houses of workers who were
trying to organize a union on a local plantation. Human rights groups said the FRP is a fictitious
force invented by the military to justify a return to authoritarian rule.
In an interview with IPS news service, Sara Vasquez of the Grupo de Apoyo Mutuo (GAM) said the
ruse was conceived "by powerful economic groups, which have always been allied with the army,
to return to the past." Under terms of the peace accords, the military is limited to national defense.
Presumably, the logic behind Vasquez's theory is that, by promoting fear of a renewed guerrilla
war, the military could be persuaded to ignore these provisions and use its power to control social
protest.
Another view comes from Gustavo Anzueto, vice president of the business organization
Coordinadora Nacional Agropecuaria (CONAGRO). He said the FRP is armed with AK-47 automatic
rifles and is too well organized to be a band of disgruntled workers. Some people in the region think
they may be dissident members of the URNG, and Anzueto said the army should be sent against
them.
The UN human rights verification team in Guatemala (MINUGUA) has investigated the FRP
through its regional representative in Quetzaltenango but has been unable to identify the band or its
origins.

Prosecutor in Gerardi murder case resigns
Otto Ardon, principal prosecutor in the Juan Gerardi murder case, resigned in early December
leaving no indication what direction the probe may now take. Despite numerous irregularities in the
investigation of Bishop Gerardi's murder in April (see Noticen, 04/30/98, 08/20/98), Ardon formally
charged a priest, Mario Orantes, with the murder and announced Oct. 21 that the suspect would be
kept in jail. Church authorities, increasingly critical of how the investigation has been handled, hired
their own attorney in November to review the case.
In his 18-page report, attorney Arisclo Valladares said he found several omissions that contradicted
evidence against Orantes. He said the prosecutor's refusal to follow evidence linking the military
to the killing suggested a cover-up of an extrajudicial execution. Among the errors committed in
Ardon's investigation were contamination of the murder scene, mishandling evidence, and failure to
suggest a motive for Orantes to kill the bishop.
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Valladares recommended that Attorney General Adolfo Gonzalez Rodas remove Ardon from
the case. He also said Judge Isaias Figueroa, who refused to release Orantes, should resign. The
only evidence against Orantes are alleged bite marks on the body said to have been inflicted by
Orantes' aged and infirm dog. US forensic experts found no such bites but Ardon has relied on
a contradictory report by a Spanish expert. In response to the formal charge against Orantes, the
Conferencia Episcopal de Guatemala (CEG) called the murder a political act and "a premeditated
blow" against the church.
Following the announcement of his resignation, Ardon gave evasive reasons for his decision. He
said he had no particular reason, but was simply tired of his job. He also said he was under pressure
because of the case. Victor Martinez, president of the CEG, welcomed Ardon's resignation. "The
public was clamoring for the departure of Otto Ardon," said Martinez. "His work was very bad."
Although Attorney General Gonzalez Rodas said the resignation would have no effect on the case,
some church and human rights officials said the it might help reorient the investigation.
Mynor Melgar, legal advisor to the archdiocesan human rights office (Oficina de Derechos Humanos
del Arzobispado), said the attorney general might now disband Ardon's investigative team. "We
hope the next prosecutor will be independent and brave enough to confront the powerful groups
in the country," said Melgar. [Sources: Reuters, 11/26/98; Inter Press Service, 12/01/98; Associated
Press, 11/30/98, 12/03/98; Notimex, 10/21/98, 10/23/98, 11/12/98, 11/22/98, 11/27/98, 11/30/98, 12/01/98,
12/03/98; Spanish news service EFE, 12/03/98; Siglo Veintiuno (Guatemala), 11/04/98, 11/27/98,
12/04/98; La Prensa (Guatemala), 09/24/98, 12/01/98, 12/02/98, 12/03/98, 12/04/98, 12/07/98]
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